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Prologue
 

[image: ]


At the end of book 2, Hangs Out the Dirty Laundry, we left Mary Linn and Valinda buzzing around Casa Caliente. On a brand spanking new pink and purple scooter, much to their respective mother’s chagrin. 

Mary Linn’s vanishing dad has reappeared (at least he claims he’s her daddy) in a Facebook message. She’s not so sure it’s him. If it is, he’s got some explaining to do. And, given how much better life is with him not in it, does she even want him back in it? Her mama says, “Not!”.

Lonnie is the cop who is not her boyfriend. The law says he’s too old for her. But he plays the flirt game anyway, respecting the ‘jail-bait’ line they’ve drawn. So far.

Rachel, Charles Concannon’s illegitimate great granddaughter is in lock-up. The secret entrances to the Charles Concannon mansion are now located and locked. The invasions have stopped. For now.

Book 3 picks up with Mary Linn and Valinda at work on their new scooter. They're constructing an incognito cover for their flashy pink and purple ride.
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Chapter 1 – Brrring Brrring, the Graveyard’s Calling
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The sun peeped over the horizon. Our red and yellow striped bike flag waves. Deer whistles sing as Valinda guides our bulging, gray wrapped scooter out main street. We’re on the frontage road, aimed toward our destination; Fiasco Cemetery. At least that’s what popular opinion said it's known as.

Fiasco is a mining town that popped up about 1907 to accommodate the 175+ company smelter workers. It had a general store, a hotel, saloons, a jail, and, of course, a cemetery. The town became a semi demolished ghost town about 1921. Our interest is in the cemetery and adventure.

The mamas were not pleased, but rather resigned that Valinda and I have wings to flap and itches to scratch. We promised twice daily check-ins. GPS phone location left on and verbal instructions of where to find us. 

Considering we only had two days and one night to complete our mission, our schedule was tight. Who could have guessed we'd witness a grave robbery – of my own grandpa? But now I’ve gotten way ahead of myself.
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Chapter 2 – Let’s Start Over
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“Ow, ow, ow!” Valinda screeched. She grabbed her wrist and flailed around the shop. Tears ran down her cheeks, making tracks in the dirt that clung to them.

I stopped cutting out the gray faux leather fabric for the back fender and watched. Waiting for an opening to ask and help her. “Valinda! Do I need to call 911? How can I help? What do you need?”

The flail slowed to a ballet of twists, turns, and arm turbulence. She finished with a foot stomp that rattled the ancient wood floor.

With a final exhale she said, “I’m okay. But I need a little first aid. I don’t want to trail blood through the house,” she said on her way to the door, cupping one hand inside the other. “Will you get some gash cleaner and bandages while I rinse at the spigot?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said breaking into a trot to race to the front of the house, up the stairs, and into my and mama’s bathroom. Grab a collection of first aid supplies and retrace my steps to the water spigot at the side of the house.

Out of breath, I gasped, “We need to stick a first aid station in the shop. Today!”

Valinda held her thumb under the water gushing from the spigot. “Yeah, okay. But first can we save me?”

I chuckled, “Sure. Let’s see what you’ve done to yourself.”

She held her hand out to me, “I can’t look. It hurts too bad.”

Grabbing her by the wrist, I turned her thumb into the light with a towel ready to plug whatever hole she’d made in it. The thumb was turning bright red and swelling fast. The thumbnail was already turning purple. But the only gash I could see was a tiny little cut that was already clotting. I wiped it off.

“Hmm. This is one of those ‘ought to feel pretty good once it stops hurting’ moments.” I lifted up her arm, “Mama always says to get the wound higher than your heart. I don’t know why, but, so far, Mama knows best.”

She jerked her arm away from me, “I’ll never give you kudos for your bedside manner, Mary Linn Hassenpfeffer! Let me see.”

“Well,” her face flushed bright red, “You’re right. How could that have hurt so bad and all I have to show for it is a sliver of a cut?

Give me a little bandage so it won’t drip if it bleeds more and let’s get on with our project. I’m tired of the town reporting on us wherever we go.”

I handed her the plaster and carted the first aid materials to the bottom step of the stairs. The outside entrance to my and Mama’s side of the manor. I assumed I would be climbing up to our apartment first. Before Mama returned home from her oncology appointment. 

Valinda was already back at her post with the hammer in one hand. Her ballooning thumb trying to hold the snap setting tool in the other. 

“Valinda! Stop! Good grief, girl! Let’s change jobs. Your thumb is sure to get smashed again, it being bigger than the snap you’re setting. Don’t you think?”

“Of course. What was I thinking? Oh, yeah. The end product. Privacy. Covert activities. Frustrate the town gossips!” She grinned, set down the hammer and picked up the scissors I was using. “Let’s get ‘er done!”

We did. Stepping back, we admired our now optional drab undercover or flashy and fun scooter. So enthralled with our genius, neither of us heard Mama’s van roll into the driveway.
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Chapter 3 – My Mama, the Officious Nurse
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“Mary Linn! Valinda!” snapped us out of our back-patting, mesmerized awe. 

I dove out the door, yelling, “What? We’re here! Where are you, Mama? Are you hurt? Keep talking so I can find you.”

She appeared at the corner of the wrap around Victorian front porch. First aid supplies held in her hands. “Who’s hurt? What happened? What’s this about?”

I felt my face flush bright red, “Oops. I thought we’d finish here and I’d be the first one up the stairs before you returned. Sorry.”

“Why did you need these?” It was an ordered question from my well-schooled nurse Mama.

Valinda stepped up, “It was nothing. I smashed my thumb with the hammer. Mary Linn ran for bandages while I flushed with water at the spigot so I wouldn’t trail blood through the house. The pain was excruciating, the blood profuse, but the cut miniscule. We didn’t need all that.”

“Come upstairs. I want to examine your wound.”

“Yes, ma’am,” we said in unison, feeling like we were five years old again.

I flipped off the lights, then closed the door on the shop end of the 3-car carriage house turned yoga studio and shop. Valinda trudged to the porch steps. Turned right to my and Mama’s side of the revived Charles Concannon historic mansion. I followed.

Valinda ordered to sit on the table, I stood behind Mama, watching over her shoulder, ready to assist. She handed me a flashlight and told me to pretend I was an operating room light. Next came the scrutiny of Valinda’s fat, purpling thumb. She yanked off the tiny bandage and poked at the well-washed cut we’d covered.

“Is it throbbing?” she asked Valinda

“It is now. I didn’t notice before.”

Mama chuckled, “It looks like you girls did everything right.” She ripped open a clean Band-Aid and covered the cut again. “Keep the cut covered for now. Soak it in Epsom Salts tonight and leave it uncovered overnight. Come to me immediately if the cut turns red and puffy. When did you last have a tetanus shot?”

Valinda shrugged, shaking her head, “I don’t know.”

Mama stood up, “Okay. You’re done for now. You can go back to what you were doing—after you put the first aid supplies away. I’m glad you left them on the stairs as a tripping hazard, Mary Linn. That tiny cut from a dirty hammer could become a major gangrenous event if it isn’t tended to proper.”

Valinda slid off the table, “Do we get suckers for being such good girls?”

Officious nurse Mama stopped in her tracks. Gaped at us, then burst out laughing and shooed us out the door, “Get out of here, you two. 

No. Wait! What are you up to out there with the hammer?”

Valinda and I looked at each other, then grinned, “We made snap-on stealth covers for our scooter. We’re tired of being the talk of the town on our flashy pink and purple fun ride. Now we have a choice.” I flashed Mama my brightest smile, grabbed Valinda by the arm and pulled her out the door.
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Chapter 4 – The Maiden Journey Strategy
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Back in the shop, I gathered gray faux leather scraps. I'll donate them to Cassie, Valinda’s little sister, while Valinda put tools away.

“Are we going to buy saddlebags or make them? What else do we need for an overnighter camp-out?”

Valinda chuckled, “A roomier ride?”

“Funny, ha, ha, Valinda. Are you going to wriggle out of our first ghost and goblin adventure on a scooter?”

“Not on your life. But it will be a challenge to figure it out. Picture it. Two life-size people with a tent, bedrolls, clothes, and a kitchen on a miniature burro. Yikes! That would be burro abuse!” She moved her arm like she was erasing a blackboard, “Erase. Erase. Erase”

“Yes, ma’am! But you brought up a pertinent point. What is the weight limitation on our escape vehicle? Have you ever looked?”

“As a matter of fact, I did. We can carry up to 350 pounds. I’m guessing we’d be safe with no more than 100 pounds of equipment and supplies. Now, as for space... that’s another problem.”

“Phew! Yes! A challenge! How much does a little tent weigh? Will we have to sleep under the stars on a bedroll, no pillows? Minimal clothes. I’m saying ready-to-eat food in baggies, and quart-size canteens that we refill at every stop.” I nodded, “But we can do it.” I faced her with a grin, “It’ll be fun, fun, fun.”

Valinda frowned, “Yeah, except for our mothers. How are we going to sell this to them without a battle?”

“Then there’s that. 

When did we decide we can both have a weekend off? How long have we got to figure this out?”

“I can get the weekend after next off. It’s not a holiday weekend and there aren’t any special events going on.” She gazed at me, “Will I put in my request, Mary Linn?”

I threw my hands up, “Why not? You deal with your mom and I’ll deal with mine. Let’s say we’ll leave at first light on Saturday after next. 

Can we bungee on our backpacks for saddle bags? We can use them for pillows if we make them easy on and off. Do we need a tent or are we going under the stars?”

“What about snakes and scorpions?”

“Yikes! A tent it is! 

We have some shopping to do. And we have to decide where we’re going. Let’s make it a gravestone hunt in the next town... if we can pin down a place to camp. Must we camp in the graveyard? Can we do that?”

“Whoa down, Mary Linn! That sounds a little ghoulish even to me. But now that you mention it, can we?”
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Chapter 5 – It’s ON!
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Prepping for our overnighter was a blast. Albeit frustrating from all the choices that did not fit the space, shape, or weight criteria. I wanted the toss-out tent. 

Valinda carried the tent to the bicycle department and staged a door #3 silent movie. Showing me how impossible the 3-foot saucer shaped package would be to lash onto our scooter. Fellow shoppers stopped to watch the Charlie Chaplin exhibition. She got lots of laughs and standing ovation applause, from me, too.

With our square shaped, two-person, feather-weight tent. Two insulated lunch bags. Two matching squishable backpacks. And the sundry of other traveling light supplies in our heaped basket we stood in line at the checkout. 

“Will you be pursuing your career as a street performer? You have a gift for improv. Our ‘Combat Bullying’ videos must be bringing out your hidden talents.”

She chuckled, “Not likely. That was so spontaneous I could never do it again. I was so tired of telling you ‘it won’t work’ that I had to grab the bull by the horns and show you.”

We wheeled up a basket length, “It worked. Don’t discount your skill yet.

And I remembered we came shopping on the scooter. We have to build our camping outfit right here in the parking lot to get it all home.” I shook my head and laughed, “Talk about improv and making spectacles of ourselves!”

We paid for our wares and wheeled out to the parking lot. “I’ve got the cart and am headed for that shade tree as a staging ground. You bring the scooter over and we’ll get to work.

“I can’t mime that, so I’ll do it. We do get ourselves into some interesting pickles, Mary Linn. I fear this will be easy compared to winning over our moms.”

“I’m being the Queen of Denial on that one. And hoping for inspiration.” I peeled off toward the shade trees, “See you in a minute.”

***
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STAGING OUR GEAR ON the curb under the trees, I gasped when Valinda spoke. “Yikes! I didn’t hear you drive up. I also couldn’t spot you in the parking lot. We’ve done a fine job of making our ride invisible. But we’ve also created a monster problem for ourselves.”

She started sorting our collection from the opposite end. “And what might that be, dear troubleshooter?”

“We are, in fact, invisible and quiet as mice. Traffic won’t see or hear us. We’ve set ourselves up as an accident waiting to happen.”

She stopped sorting and stared at me, her hand over her mouth, “Oh good gracious! I hadn’t considered that angle at all. It was all about me and not inviting gossip, teasing and bullying. Now what, Mary Linn?”

The backpacks secured over the rear fender, I chuckled, “We did exactly what we wanted to do, Valinda. At least we accomplished invisibility. Now how will we undo it while we keep it? We need to eat our cake and have it, too somehow. 

The backpacks/saddlebags are on. Let’s load ‘em up and see how well we did.”

We worked from opposite ends of our curb stage to fill, stuff, and zip camping supplies into the backpacks. Including a tiny solid fuel camp stove and a mess kit. A canteen dangled from each pack.

I squeezed the clip to release my pack and hoisted it. “My side weighs about 15 pounds. No weight problem here. How about yours?”

“Yep. My side’s easy off and in the same weight ballpark. We’ll be okay. But what about our traffic hazard condition?”

“Hmm,” I closed my eyes and rubbed my forehead. “Yes. What about it?

What if we had an easy on and off bike flag and install a wind whistle? They’re called a deer whistle.”

“I like it! But where do we get them? We have all this valuable gear bought and loaded up now. AND made it easy on and off. Mary Linn, we’ve created a thief’s answer to prayer,” she chuckled, shaking her head.

“Great! Now we have to alarm our stuff.” I shook my head, “The price of having fun. I need ice cream. What about you?”

“No. I’m elbow deep in the stuff 5 days a week. But I am up for a break from all this. What if we get you an ice cream bar and go to our old park? We can sort and think in the shade there. Play on the monkey bars for a minute.”

“Perfect! Let’s roll in no traffic areas. Who’s driving?”

“You first.” Valinda slid over the rear half of the seat, “It might handle different with this load. You get to be the guinea pig, I the victim.”

“Coward,” I said and snapped the machine into gear.
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Chapter 6: Full Speed Ahead! Or Not.
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Two weeks later, with the sun coming up, Valinda and I are flying down the road on our first mini excursion. Like we’d planned. It's so nice when things work like the picture in our heads. The follow-up question to that is, ‘Would it feel so nice if it always went the way we planned it?’. 

The desert chaparral and mountains looked all new and awesome from the back of our pink and purple scooter. The scooter dressed in its camouflage of nondescript gray. Especially when you’re 17. And it’s your fledgling unchaperoned vacation with your ‘sister by choice’.

Our first stop was at Picacho, about halfway into our journey. The seven-mile excursion being a joke in the world of automobiles and adults. A big deal to us two teenage girls whizzing down the road on a scooter. 

Rather than raid our back-country pantry for breakfast, we ate burritos at Picacho. And toured their souvenir display while we were there. It was too soon to discover what we forgot, so we scooted out full bellied and empty-handed. 

I took the front for the last half of our jaunt so Valinda could site see. She texted her mom a progress report to keep the cavalry of two mamas at bay.

She texted again when we crossed over the freeway. Where we traded pavement for desert dirt road into Fiasco. 

“Here we go, Valinda. Hang onto your hat while we test our toy over dirt, potholes, and washboard.”

The loaded scooter handled well in the dirt. Although washboard sections proved challenging and hilarious at the same time. I stopped once to dry the tears from laughing and to ask Valinda if she wanted to drive. She declined. 

When a wash jumped in front of us, I slammed on the brakes, skidding sideways and barely keeping us upright. A skinny little river of water ran through the center of the 8-foot expanse of the wash. It was about a 2-foot sloped drop into and back out of it. “Hmm. What do you think? Hit it hard or tiptoe through?”

“I’m getting off and walking through while you decide. I’ll be the tow rope if you get stuck.”

“Okay then. See you on the other side... or in the middle. Our flashy ride will need a bath when we get home. And I hope that’s all it will need.”

I scanned the wash bed for ruts and the best route to get through without high-centering. Deciding slow and steady and a diagonal crossing, angling in and out was my least scary route. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath and said a prayer. Then gunned the engine because it seemed like the thing to do, and inched over the edge into the sandy pit.

Easing into the wash at an angle to keep from high centering was the right thing to do. But it was hard not to fight the machine to keep it level. And I almost
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